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THE PRESERVATIONIST PARADOX: MODERNISM, 
ENVIRONMENTALISM AND THE POLITICS OF SPATIAL 
DIVISION 
 
Abstract 
According to Latour, the imposition of crude classificatory schemes onto complex 
entities has two main effects: firstly, the classifications lead social actors to sift the 
world into the schemes’ simple categories; secondly, underlying relations constantly 
subvert the schemes’ functioning, resulting in the production of transgressive 
‘hybrids’. Thus, classification and entity interact and this interaction shapes both the 
practice of classification and the world that is classified. In this paper we examine the 
interaction between a scheme of spatial classification and the spaces that are enrolled 
within the scheme. We show that a division between urban and rural areas was put in 
place in post-war England in order to protect a ‘vulnerable’ rural nature from urban 
advance. However, as soon as it was imposed this division was transgressed by 
complex socio-economic processes. We assess the response to this transgression by 
considering the activities of the Council for the Protection of Rural England [CPRE], 
an environmental group that played some considerable part in constructing the urban-
rural divide in the first place. We show that the CPRE has responded to the ‘paradox 
of preservationism’ by placing urban-rural divisions in the context of ecological 
relationships. We illustrate this ‘ecologisation’ of the modernist divide using the 
example of housing and we argue that the CPRE’s ecological approach illustrates how 
a new alignment between ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ may herald a new and more 
sophisticated form of spatial classification. 
 
 
Key words: classification; spatial division; CPRE; urban-rural divisions; 
environmentalism.       
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Introduction 
In Romanticism and the Materiality of Nature (2002) Onno Oerlemans investigates 
what he calls the “metaphysics of classification” and its role within cultures of nature. 
He argues that the implementation of given classification schemes can hold important 
implications for the natural entities that are brought within their ambit. The mode of 
classification and the classified entity interact and this interaction can have a profound 
impact on both the scheme and the enrolled element. In short, Oerlemans argues, the 
act of classification profoundly shapes human relationships with the natural world. 
 
Given the importance of classification in this regard, it is hardly surprising that the 
status of differing classification schemes has been much disputed. Oerlemans (2002 
p.129) says, 
 
“In the romantic period there are writers who are fully aware of what is at stake 
in the act of classifying, in attempting to divine essence or type from multiple 
instances. While taxonomy involves a desire to discover unity and patterns in 
the natural world, there are several writers of this period who resist taxonomy as 
potentially obscuring and devaluing specific acts of perception, seeing in such 
systems a loss of detail rather than a gain of knowledge”.  
 
In this sense, classificatory abstraction is thought to obscure as much as it reveals i.e. 
it imposes a rigid structure upon complex entities, a structure that necessarily 
standardises and simplifies when applied to the natural world. Oerlemans (2002 
p.147) concludes that “there is more to know and see than can be known or seen by 
one person, one perspective, one set of categories”.  
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The interaction between classification schemes and natural entities has become of 
increasing interest to a number of social theorists (e.g. Bowker and Star, 2000; 
Hacking, 1999) and it lies at the heart of Bruno Latour’s work on the supposed 
division between ‘nature’ and ‘society’. In a series of publications, Latour (1993; 
1999) throws doubt on the efficacy of modernist modes of classification and suggests 
that while social institutions use classificatory schemes to routinely separate the 
‘natural’ from the ‘social’ such practices actually serve to generate more and more 
hybrid entities and artefacts. In fact, the act of division itself guarantees the 
construction of hybrids (e.g. technologies, modified natures, pollutants, wastes, and so 
on). Classification and division thus proceed hand in hand with the production of 
transgressive (nature-society) relations. The interaction between classificatory 
division and heterogeneous relation ensures that classificatory schemes continually 
struggle to keep complicating entities at bay. 
 
Latour suggests that the interaction between division and relation is a defining feature 
of modernity. As Lee and Stenner (1999 p.95) say during a commentary on Latour’s 
work: 
 
“Modernity in this account, is founded upon a moment of systematic 
misrecognition: we must speak as if nature and culture are clear and distinct 
realms but act as if they were not. We produce the modern world by mixing 
natural and cultural things into productive hybrids who can then promptly be 
ignored thanks to purifying tendencies of modern thought” 
 
Yet, while the distinction between ‘nature’ and ‘society’ comprises a key 
classificatory motif within modern society, Latour’s approach appears to suggest that 
the tension between (simple) classification and (complex) relation is becoming 
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difficult to ignore. In his view, this gives rise to an appreciation of ‘non-modernity’, a 
social arena in which the failure of nature-society classifications in sifting out the 
world is increasingly recognised. Latour’s own writing, which questions the salience 
of modernist dualisms, can be seen as an illustration of ‘non-modern’ thinking (see 
also Michael, 2000; Whatmore, 2002).  
 
One manifestation of the tension between modernism and non-modernism is 
environmentalism (Latour, 1999). In line with the ‘non-modern’ perspective, many 
environmentalists believe that the separation between the ‘natural’ and the social’ will 
ultimately be undermined by ecological relations (at some point nature will ‘act’ back 
upon human society, thereby disrupting and amending economic and social 
relationships – see, for instance, Beck, 1992). One main function of the environmental 
movement, then, is to remind modern society that development inevitably binds 
humans and nonhumans more closely together within complex socio-natural 
assemblages (see, for instance, Wilson, 1998). And yet, while environmentalism is 
attuned to the hybrid character of the modern world, it is also caught up in the 
dualistic presuppositions highlighted by Latour, for many environmentalists cling to 
the belief that nature can ultimately be separated from society (a view that is also 
evident in Wilson, 1998). Thus, the objective of much environmental action is not to 
more deeply embed human action and human society in ‘hybrid’ relations; it is 
instead to diminish the impact of this society on natural entities by protecting nature 
from human interference1.  
 
                                                          
1
 Sarah Whatmore (2002 p. 92), in a discussion of genetic property rights, discerns the same two 
environmental viewpoints: “The one conjures a world that is hybrid ‘all the way down’, enfolding 
humanity in its ceaseless commotion time out of mind. The other conjures a world until recently 
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These two strands of environmental thinking displays the modernist paradox: on the 
one hand, all (economic, social and political) action (including environmentalism) 
unfolds within a ‘hybridised’ or ‘ecological’ society in which natural and social 
entities become ever more relentlessly interconnected; on the other hand, 
environmentalism proclaims the need to (re-)establish a clear division between the 
two realms so that nature is more clearly demarcated from social influences. 
 
In this paper we wish to consider the relationship between spatial classification and 
ecological relation within the context of the environmental movement. We assess the 
construction of a classification system that has been instrumental in allocating 
‘nature’ and ‘society’ into distinct zones. Our example in this regard refers to the 
urbanisation process and its impact on the countryside. Urbanisation has been an 
almost continuous feature of modern development and concerns about its physical 
impact can be traced back to the earliest phases of environmentalism (see Lowe and 
Goyder, 1983; Eder, 1996; Macnaghten and Urry, 1998; Sutton, 2000). The 
increasingly rampant outward spread of urban development disrupted rural nature. In 
response, environmentalists have attempted to establish a clear divide between the 
‘urban’ and the ‘rural’ in order to limit the impact of the city on the surrounding 
natural environment (Rome, 2001). Yet, as the politics of classification has succeeded 
in distinguishing the two zones, so this distinction has been simultaneously 
transgressed by complex economic and social processes that straddle the demarcated 
urban and rural spaces. In this paper we describe some of the challenges that confront 
the environmental movement in dealing with this ‘transgression’. 
 
                                                                                                                                                                      
unmarked by the (invariably negative) ‘impacts’ of human society, only countenancing hybridity as a 
technical accomplishment associated with the advent of ‘genetic resources’”. 
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We examine processes of division and transgression mainly in the context of one 
country – England – where the struggle to differentiate ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ zones has 
been particularly intense and fraught. England is not only a restricted landmass with 
one of the densest populations on earth, but it was also the first nation to both 
industrialise and urbanise its economy and society. In the nineteenth century it shifted 
from being a predominantly rural-agrarian society to being a predominantly urban-
industrial society; as a consequence, urban areas grew rapidly and began to engulf 
their surroundings. A gathering anti-urbanism, appalled at the squalor of the 
burgeoning industrial towns, began to object to the way that their spread obliterated 
traditional and natural features.  Rural areas seemed vulnerable and this gave rise to 
concerted attempts to protect them from urban sprawl, with the countryside coming to 
be portrayed in the English context as the repository of ‘nature’2.  
 
We focus not only upon one country but also upon one environmental grouping, the 
Council for the Protection of Rural England [CPRE]. In studying the politics of 
classification, this group provides an interesting case study because for the past 
seventy-five years it has led efforts to separate urban from rural areas3. It is organised 
nationally, regionally and locally and thus acts to demarcate the two spaces in a 
variety of political settings (see Lowe et al., 2001). Yet, while the CPRE has focused 
its efforts on maintaining a clear distinction between urban and rural zones, in recent 
                                                          
2
 Moreover, England is also a place where the rural is allotted a central role in the construction of 
national identity, so these threats have often been regarded as assaults on the very constitution of 
‘Englishness’ (Lowenthal, 1991; Matless, 1998). 
3
 The analysis of the CPRE that follows is based upon an ESRC research project conducted during 
1999-2000. During the research process we conducted 48 semi-structured, face to face interviews with 
key respondents. These consisted of CPRE activists in the central headquarters, the regions and the 
branches, central and regional government civil servants, county and district council planners, and 
other amenity society personnel. We also conducted three focus groups with CPRE members in three 
branch study areas with around 4-6 participants in each group. This face-to-face material was 
supplemented by around twenty telephone interviews with key respondents in both CPRE and related 
organisations. 
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years it has also come to recognise that the connections between the two are crucial in 
conditioning the development of each. Thus, the CPRE has, in its own way, begun to 
focus on the ‘ecological’ character of urban-rural relations. This new focus, we argue, 
indicates that the strict division between urban and rural areas established in the post-
war period is beginning to dissolve in the face of complex and transgressive processes 
of change.  
 
In what follows, we firstly describe the emergence of preservationism and show how 
the CPRE worked to enshrine an urban-rural divide within state policy. Secondly, we 
account for the emergence of the preservationist paradox, whereby the divide is 
simultaneously implemented and transgressed. Thirdly, we look in some detail at the 
CPRE’s contemporary response to the paradox, notably its adoption of a relational 
perspective in which the connections between urban and rural areas are to the fore. 
Taking the example of housing policy, we illustrate how the CPRE has worked to 
transcend the preservationist paradox through an ‘ecological’ frame of reference. 
Through its involvement in the housing sector, the CPRE has begun to tie its 
traditional concern for the rural landscape to an effort to influence patterns of urban 
development. Thus, while seeking to maintain the urban-rural divide, the CPRE has 
also begun to accept its immersion in complex ‘ecological’ relations. In conclusion, 
we suggest that a new alliance between urban and rural areas may be emerging and 
that this will require more nuanced modes of spatial classification. 
 
Defining the divide: the CPRE and the politics of preservationism. 
While the division between ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ areas in the UK has a long history 
(Williams, 1973), its modern form can be traced back to the Industrial Revolution. 
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During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries industrial change unfolded 
primarily within urban locations and the rapid and uncontrolled nature of urban 
industrial growth led to both a decline in urban living conditions and a re-evaluation 
of the countryside as a place of ‘escape’ or ‘retreat’ (Lowe et al., 1995). Keith 
Thomas (1984 p. 301) suggests that “the growth of the towns led to a new longing for 
the countryside. The progress of cultivation fostered a taste for weeds, mountains and 
unsubdued nature”. As industry systematically trammelled and exhausted natural 
forces and resources, so nature that was unsullied by urban-industrialism came to be 
valued.  In this way, wild nature took on a rural identity. Under the influence of the 
Romantic movement, it was no longer seen as robust but as fragile and fugitive  
(Macnaghten and Urry 1998). 
 
The idea of a ‘vulnerable’ nature, ‘threatened’ by urbanisation and industrialisation, 
elicited the formation of preservationist associations. The first was the Commons 
Preservation Society (“possibly the world’s first private environmental group” - 
Sutton 2000 p.89), which was established in 1865 in order to protect environmental 
‘breathing spaces’ on the edge of fast-growing Victorian cities. A number of similar 
organisations followed in its wake: for example, the National Trust for Places of 
Historic Interest or Natural Beauty, set up in 1895; the Garden City Association, set 
up in 1909; and the Society for the Promotion of Nature Reserves, set up in 1912. 
These various groups made up a loose preservationist network that campaigned to 
divide urban from rural areas in order to protect nature from industrial advance 
(Sheail 1976; Ward, 1994; Sutton, 2000). 
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In 1926 a new influential body was established to coordinate efforts to preserve the 
countryside, the Council for the Preservation of Rural England. It emerged as the joint 
initiative of Patrick Abercrombie in his year as President of the Town Planning 
Institute4, Guy Dawber, President of the Royal Institute of British Architects, and the 
Earl of Crawford and Balcarres, Chairman of the Fine Arts Commission (Cherry 
1974).  Speaking at the inaugural meeting, Neville Chamberlain (who at the time was 
Minister of Health and held responsibility for planning) called for concerted action to 
preserve the English countryside from unchecked urban development. With twenty-
one bodies as constituent members of the new Council, there was now to be a new 
liaison between all those concerned with countryside preservation. According to 
George Pepler, Chief Planning Advisor at the Ministry of Health and an early member 
of CPRE, the aim of the new society was to encourage “all things of true value and 
beauty, and the scientific and orderly development of local resources” (quoted in 
Sheail 2002 p.106). In this regard, the group initially reflected the preoccupations of a 
metropolitan elite of intellectuals, politicians, the landed aristocracy, interested 
professionals and members of the artistic and literary establishments (Lowe et al., 
1986). However, the CPRE soon began to address local issues as it started to work in 
tandem with county-based branches set up across rural England.  
 
The overriding concern of the CPRE was to combat the blurring of the urban-rural 
divide.  Its greatest horror was the encroachment of urban development into the 
countryside. A leading member, the planner Thomas Sharp, bemoaned in his book 
Town and Countryside that: 
                                                          
4
 In an essay published in Town Planning Review in 1926, Abercrombie had suggested the 
establishment of a “National League for the Preservation of Rural England” which might take the form 
of a “strong joint committee representing a wide range of propagandist, learned and voluntary bodies” 
(Sheail 2002 p. 106).   
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“From dreary towns, the broad, mechanical, noisy main roads run out between 
ribbons of tawdry houses, disorderly refreshment shacks and vile, untidy garages.  
The old trees and hedgerows that bordered them a few years ago have given place 
to concrete posts and avenues of telegraph poles, to hoardings and enamel 
advertisement signs.  Over great areas there is no longer any country bordering the 
main roads: there is only a negative, semi-suburbia” (1932, p.4). 
 
The growth of car ownership and the development of trunk roads, allowed for ever 
more dispersed and low-density development and new private house building 
increased markedly during the inter-war period5. The architect Clough Williams-Ellis 
(1928) vividly likened the urban spread to the tentacles of an octopus.  According to 
Matless (1998 pp. 37-39) 
 
“The octopus image captured [a] sense of expansive vigour, ribbon development 
being presented as an appallingly lively town-country hybrid…Combatting the 
octopus thus demanded not nostalgia or escapism but a ‘live’, growing sense of 
order, decency and beauty”. 
 
The CPRE elite believed that the fight against any industrial and urban threats to rural 
nature would be better conducted if new legislation formalising an urban-rural divide 
were introduced by government. As Williams-Ellis put it: “the choice lies between the 
end of laissez faire and the end of rural England” (quoted in Matless 1998, p.28). The 
CPRE was thus concerned with the lack of planning and control over new 
development, and began to call for an integrated planning system, including controls 
                                                          
5
 Between 1927-8 and 1933-4 an average 38,000 acres of land were developed each year for housing, 
rising to 50,000 acres between 1934-5 and 1938-9. During the period as a whole over 4 million new 
houses were constructed. As Ward (1994 p. 43) points out, “the overwhelming majority of these were 
suburban houses, usually in semi-detached or short-terraced form, built at densities of twelve to the 
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over ribbon development, the designation of green belts, the provision of new towns, 
and the establishment of national parks in areas of wilderness and exceptional beauty. 
It called, in short, for a strict demarcation of urban from rural areas, with rural areas 
enshrining, in Pepler’s phrase, “true value and beauty”. 
 
In this respect, CPRE expressed what Matless (1998 p. 51) calls “a particular form of 
modernism”, one that subscribes to “orderly progress through planning”. For CPRE 
the goal of planning was, on the one hand, to maintain distinctions between urban and 
rural areas; on the other hand, it was to permit a smooth ordering of socio-economic 
processes within both town and country. City and countryside were therefore to be 
governed as distinct and opposed geographical spaces: “a normative geography of 
distinct urbanity and rurality [was to be] asserted over an England-in-between of 
suburb, plotland and ribbon development” (Matless 1998 p. 32).  As Abercrombie 
(1933 p. 36) famously put it:  
 
“the essence of the aesthetic of the Town and Country Planning system consists in 
the frank recognition of these two opposites… Let Urbanism prevail and 
predominate in the Town and let the Country remain rural. Keep the distinction 
clear”.  
 
At a time when capitalism was in crisis and the international order so unstable, the 
notion of social and economic planning was very much in vogue, and CPRE’s 
advocacy of a comprehensive approach to land-use planning was in keeping with the 
political mood (Matless, 1998). 
 
                                                                                                                                                                      
acre or less, with great emphasis on private gardens…a vision which became strongly associated with 
the garden housing of the new suburbs”. 
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The elite nature of the organisation also gave it political influence: through the 
activities of a few well-connected members, CPRE could play a key role in forming 
government policy (Matless, 1998; Sheail, 2002). For instance, Abercrombie served 
on the Royal Commission on the Distribution of the Industrial Population [the so-
called ‘Barlow Committee’] which reported in 1940. The Commission proposed a 
central planning authority in order to secure balanced development between regions 
but also within regions, as between town and country6. Another leading CPRE figure, 
the geographer L. Dudley Stamp, played an influential role as vice-chairman of the 
Committee for Land Utilisation in Rural Areas7, established in 1941 under the 
chairmanship of Lord Justice Scott, himself a founder-member of the CPRE.  The 
Scott report, published in 1943, brought together the separate strands of land-use 
policy and the requirements of agriculture.  It did so by arguing that the most certain 
way of protecting the well-being of rural communities and enhancing the amenity 
value of the countryside was to retain the existing area of farmland in productive use.  
In this way, the objectives of rural preservationism and agricultural planning were 
forged together (Sheail 1997). 
 
CPRE thinking thus set the agenda for post-war legislation, most notably the 1947 
Town and County Planning Act (Hall et al., 1973; Ward, 1994). In the words of two 
commentators: “The Town and Country Planning Act, 1947, might just as well have 
been called the Town versus Country Planning Act: towns and cities were separate 
                                                          
6
 As Matless (1998 p. 205) comments: “For Abercrombie this regionalism went hand-in-hand with his 
CPRE ruralism, for good agricultural land was to be maintained, and pleasant and lively country living 
and recreation provided. Regional planning and rural Englishness are interwoven”. 
7
 Before he was a member of the Scott Committee, Dudley Stamp had overseen the Land Utilisation 
Survey. Under his direction, the Survey had revealed that in the years 1927-39 there had been an 
annual average loss of 25,000 hectares of open land to industrial and urban development. Stamp had 
thus become “one of the most tireless and outspoken critics of urban sprawl” (Hall et al., 1973 p. 49). 
However, Stamp’s main concern was agricultural land rather than rural nature. Stamp was thus 
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from the countryside and good planning would keep them so” (Cherry and Rogers 
1996, p. 62). To achieve this separation the system assigned compulsory planning 
functions to the city boroughs and administrative counties, to be exercised under the 
supervision of a planning ministry at the national level which would issue directives 
to ensure standardised procedures across the country. In organisational terms, this 
distribution of responsibilities effectively divided urban and rural areas as the 
boroughs and the counties became separate planning authorities. The division became 
entrenched in planning policies and was implemented through green belt allocations, 
development plans and development-control decisions. Thus, the system as a whole 
was established around an administrative separation between the urban and the rural, 
one that worked to prevent urban sprawl and to safeguard agricultural land. 
 
Importantly, the preservationist tendencies in the system were reinforced by the 
localistic structure of decision making for the planning responsibilities allocated to 
local authorities encouraged CPRE to shift the emphasis from elite linkages with 
national policy makers to a strengthening of political influence at the lowest tier of 
policy implementation (Lowe, 1977). Thus, the county branches of the CPRE began 
to ‘track’ preservationist policy down to the local level. In effect, the branches 
became ‘policy watchdogs’, pressing for good planning within the counties and 
working for the protection of countryside areas from unwanted urban development. In 
some cases, they were actually influential in setting up the town and country planning 
system in the counties, persuading county councils to appoint chief planning officers 
and to establish planning departments.  More generally, they sought to influence the 
outlook of the development plans that all counties had to prepare.  They also set about 
                                                                                                                                                                      
instrumental in eliding the preservationist concern for nature in the countryside with the goal of 
protecting agricultural land from urban development.  
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vetting planning applications and opposing unsuitable development proposals that 
came to their attention (see, for example, Buller and Lowe 1982). Effectively, CPRE 
county branches functioned to strengthen the urban-rural divide in local planning 
policy8.  
 
In sum, the CPRE network – which comprised a metropolitan elite (including national 
politicians), local branch activists in pressurised rural and suburban locations, and 
newly established county planning authorities - acted to safeguard a ruralised nature. 
In so doing, it sought to impose a modernist divide between city and country in which 
‘nature’ would lie on the rural side while ‘society’ would lie in the urban. The CPRE 
national elite worked closely with state agencies and personnel to entrench such 
conceptions in national planning policy, notably the 1947 Town and Country Planning 
Act. Once this legislation was enacted, the local CPRE branches became deeply 
immersed in the local arenas of planning in order to ensure the protection of rural 
nature in local plans and development-control decisions. As a result of this national-
local combination, a clear division between the urban and the rural was entrenched in 
post-war planning policy.  
 
Transgressing the modern divide: the CPRE and the politics of 
environmentalism  
In 1973 Peter Hall and his colleagues published The Containment of Urban England, 
a comprehensive assessment of England’s town and country planning system. As the 
                                                          
8
 The branches continue to pay this role. According to a recent internal review document (CPRE 2001a 
pp. 16-17), they currently engage in development plan reviews, comment on planning applications, 
campaign on local transport initiatives, and champion landscape character and rural tranquillity. The 
bulk of the local policy work is still oriented towards planning, notably efforts to influence local plan 
policies and local development proposals. CPRE (2001a p.3) claims: “Each year our county branches 
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title suggests, the authors proposed that the primary consequence of the 1947 system 
had been to achieve a ‘containment of the urban’ and a simultaneous ‘protection of 
the rural’ (Hall et al., 1973). Yet, while Hall et al. believed that the preservationist 
division between urban and rural areas had been effectively implemented in the new 
system, they pointed to a second consequence of town and country planning - 
‘suburbanisation’ - by which they meant both a growing separation between home and 
workplace and a tendency for people to travel further and further to work (notably by 
car).  
 
In drawing attention to these two aspects of the planning system, Hall et al. 
effectively highlighted the preservationist paradox: as soon as a clear divide between 
the urban and the rural was defined in policy, it was transgressed in practice. In 
particular, once the planning system acted to differentiate urban from rural areas, 
population began to move in ever-greater numbers from urban to rural areas to take 
advantage of the preserved countryside. Between 1961 and 1971 the population of 
rural areas in the UK increased by 6%, the first such net increase since the onset of the 
Industrial Revolution. Admittedly, most of this population growth was focused on 
rural areas located close to large towns and cities (Hall et al., 1973).  However, in the 
following decades, as the movement of population accelerated, with rural areas 
increasing their population share by over 9% between 1971 and 1981 and by 6% 
between 1981 and 1991, even remote rural locations experienced population increases 
                                                                                                                                                                      
and local district groups screen over 100,000 planning applications, involving us in more planning and 
transport decisions than any other organisation”. 
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(see Champion, 1994, for a summary of these trends). In this context, almost all rural 
areas were affected by some measure of population growth9. 
 
These figures suggest that the movement of population from urban to rural areas, far 
from being inhibited by the planning system’s attempt to divide the urban from the 
rural, seems to have been encouraged by it. Paradoxically, this encouragement stems 
in part from the success of preservationist policy. As Fielding (1990 p.230) shows, 
urban to rural migration is driven by a form of anti-urbanism, one that regards cities 
“as the sites of stress and conflict, and the countryside as the realm of harmony and 
sociability” (see also Pahl, 1966; Hall et al., 1973; Bell, 1994; Murdoch and Marsden, 
1994; Boyle and Halfacree, 1998). By protecting rural areas, planning simply made 
them more attractive to urban migrants (Champion, 1997), especially in a context of 
car-based mobility which allowed individuals and households to move in ever greater 
numbers across urban and rural spaces.  
 
However, there is a further twist in the tale: the new (and ‘transgressive’) rural 
residents were likely to be natural supporters of the CPRE, an organisation dedicated 
to upholding clear urban-rural distinctions10. Thus, surveys of CPRE members show 
that support for the organisation tends to be at its strongest in areas where 
counterurbanisation is furthest advanced (Lowe et al. 2001; Scott, 1994). And as 
counterurbanisation gathers pace nationally, so CPRE’s membership steadily grows, 
                                                          
9
 It has recently been calculated that the number of households in England’s rural districts will increase 
by more than one million (that is, 19 per cent) between 1996 and 2016 indicating that the transgression 
continues (Countryside Agency, 2000; King, 2000). 
10
 Hall et al. (1973 p.431) say of this social group: “The majority of English villagers… are 
adventitious to the countryside. They are either longer-distance commuters to the towns, or retired 
people… They tend to be prosperous and well-organised, and they care a great deal about the 
countryside and the way of life it represents. They see the countryside as a repository of tradition and 
of stability in the face of change. They naturally wish to preserve this image which makes them 
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from 15,000 members in the 1960s, to around 20,000 members in the mid-1970s to 
almost 40,000 in the late 1990s (Allison, 1975; Lowe et al., 2001). With this growth 
in membership, the local branches come to comprise more adventitious, less 
established rural residents, those concerned to protect the aesthetic qualities of 
counterurbanised countryside locations (Lowe and Goyder, 1983; Lowe et al., 
2001)11. Counterurbanisation thus reinforces the local politics of preservationism (see 
also Barlow and Savage, 1986; Short et al., 1986; Murdoch and Marsden, 1994) 
 
While the movement of population from urban to rural areas has the paradoxical 
effect of strengthening CPRE’s commitment to the urban-rural divide, another 
contemporaneous trend places this commitment within a changed socio-political 
context. During the 1970s, a broadly-based environmental movement emerges for the 
first time, largely as a consequence of a heightened awareness amongst the population 
at large about ‘global’ environmental problems. Existing environmental groups, such 
as the CPRE, expand their memberships and new, more radical, campaigning groups 
are formed (Lowe and Goyder 1983). For instance, Greenpeace, which is established 
in the early 1970s, sees its membership rise to 10,000 members in 1980 and to 
400,000 by the early 1990s, while another new group, Friends of Earth, increases its 
membership from 2000 in 1971 to 180,000 by 1990. It is estimated that by 1981 
national environmental groups in the UK have a combined membership of 1.8 million, 
rising to 4.2 million in 1998 (Rawcliffe, 1998). 
                                                                                                                                                                      
profoundly and instinctively conservative or conservationist – the two words in this context are 
synonymous”.   
11
 “In the countryside”, a senior civil servant remarked to us, “it does seem that [the CPRE] represents 
the middle class incomer”. This characterisation was seemingly confirmed by a recent CPRE survey 
which indicated that the social composition of the membership is “predominantly” drawn from social 
classes A and B, with incomes “significantly ahead” of the national average. It also showed that 
CPRE’s members tend to live in suburban or rural areas in the south of England: 48.1% were based in 
the South East, 17.3% in the South West and 8% in East Anglia while only 2.1% of the CPRE’s 
members were resident in the North East (Scott, 1994; see also Lowe et al., 2001). 
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The preservationist concerns of CPRE now become set within a more politicised 
context of environmental campaigning, one in which ‘ecological’ issues are to the 
fore. According to Chris Hall, CPRE’s Director at this time, “with anxieties over 
natural resource shortages, pollution, population growth and global survival 
constantly threatening to eclipse the niceties of the English landscape, [CPRE] had to 
work hard to stay relevant” (quoted in Lowe and Pye-Smith, 1980 p. 8). Thus, the 
desire to preserve a ruralised nature comes to be linked to other environmental 
concerns, such as nuclear power, agricultural intensification and afforestation. As Hall 
puts it, “every development has a landscape impact, and our distinctive role is to 
speak up for the landscape. Other groups attack from another angle” (quoted in ibid.). 
So while CPRE continues to pursue preservationist goals, it does so in ways that 
reflect a broad set of environmental and ecological concerns. Emblematic of the new 
‘environmental’ approach is a change in the name of the organisation to the Council 
for the Protection of Rural England in 1969.  The new name signals that CPRE is 
willing to think more ‘holistically’ about the relationship between preservationism 
and other significant economic, social and environmental trends. 
 
The shift from a modernist ‘frame of action’ to an ecological ‘frame’ pulls CPRE in 
two differing directions simultaneously: on the one hand, local branch members seek 
to entrench preservationist concerns ever more deeply in local decision-making 
processes so as to reduce the future impacts of counterurbanisation; on the other hand, 
the central headquarters staff see the need to relate to the new (ecological) concerns 
being raised by groups such as Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth. The CPRE 
branches and the national headquarters therefore focus on differing aspects of the new 
 19
environmental context: the former asserts an ever more strident preservationism; the 
latter concerns itself increasingly with broadly-based environmental issues and 
campaigns such as energy, transport and waste. 
 
The tensions that emerge at this time between the two parts of the network result in a 
series of organisational changes that ultimately strengthen the role of CPRE’s London 
headquarters. A succession of campaigners with professional and media experience is 
recruited and the number of full-time staff at the centre increases - from 10 in the mid-
1970s to 50 in 2000. The national office of CPRE is also re-organised to give it the 
capacity to translate its particular concerns for planning and the countryside into the 
new repertoire of environmentalism. It is charged with more effectively 
communicating the CPRE perspective to policy makers, the media, and the branches. 
In order to carry out these functions, the London office is organised into a series of 
‘teams’ concerned with policy formulation, branch development, fund raising and 
administration.  
  
The organisation begins to adopt a campaigning vocabulary more in line with the 
environmental movement as a whole, including the rhetoric of ecological limits, 
demand management, biodiversity, resource conservation and, above all, 
sustainability. During the 1980s it leads the way in pressing the government to pursue 
‘sustainable’ land use policies12. Moreover, CPRE increasingly presents its own goals 
and objectives within this idiom, for instance portraying itself as a national charity 
that “exists to promote the beauty, tranquillity and diversity of rural England by 
                                                          
12
 Its lobbying succeeded with the inclusion of the term ‘sustainable development’ in a revised version 
of Planning Policy Guidance Note 12 in 1992. Once this term was included in the guidance note it gave 
CPRE the wherewithall to press for its inclusion in other policy documents at national and local levels 
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encouraging the sustainable use of land and other natural resources in town and 
country” (CPRE 2001a, p.15 emphasis added). Likewise, its strategic objectives 
include:  
 
“secur[ing] the implementation of environmentally sustainable planning, transport 
and land use policies; secur[ing] a more beautiful and diverse countryside through 
environmentally sustainable farming and forestry policies and practice; 
increas[ing] the influence of people and communities on the decisions that affect 
their environment; improv[ing] the quality of life for rural communities by 
securing environmentally sustainable social and economic progress in rural areas” 
(CPRE 2001a p.1 emphasis added). 
 
As these objectives indicate, preservationism is now encompassed within a broad 
environmental approach in which the urban-rural divide is to be understood in the 
context of complex ‘ecological’ concerns (e.g. ‘environmental sustainability’). 
 
As an ‘environmental’ group CPRE thus combines a commitment to preserving rural 
nature (a commitment that is felt most keenly at the local level) and a belief (mostly 
propagated by central headquarters) that urban-rural relations must be set in the 
broader context of ‘environmental sustainability’. While these two differing emphases 
are not incompatible, at times a tension between them becomes evident as local 
volunteers seek to preserve the countryside at almost any cost and headquarters staff 
accept the need for trade-offs within a context of ‘sustainable development’13. In other 
                                                                                                                                                                      
of planning. ‘Sustainable planning’ has subsequently swept through the profession and it is difficult to 
find any planning policy document that does not now include the term. 
13
 In our interviews we encountered dual perceptions of the CPRE that derive from these two 
emphases. One civil servant described a “stark contrast” between the national office and the CPRE “out 
in the sticks”.  She noted that the policy officers at the CPRE’s national office are “pretty professional”, 
and “a bunch of smart operators” but she professed herself “not impressed by grassroots CPRE 
members”. A county planner, who reflected approvingly on the “useful and positive” approach of the 
London staff, complained of the negative outlook of local CPRE members. He contrasted the “big 
 21
words, a politics of modernist classification runs up against a politics of ecological 
complexity. 
 
‘Ecologising’ the modern divide: the CPRE and the politics of planning for 
housing 
A clear example of the relationship between these two perspectives can be seen in 
CPRE’s approach to housing. As we indicated above, housing has long lain at the 
centre of the organisation’s concerns: not only is house building the chief means by 
which the (sub)urban ‘sprawls’ into the rural, new housing development is responsible 
for the loss of more rural land to development than any other land use14. For this 
reason, housing has been a recurrent concern to CPRE: early campaigns against 
ribbon development were housing focused, and CPRE’s involvement in the planning 
system in the post-war period was largely driven by a requirement to mitigate the 
environmental impacts of new house building in the countryside.  
 
Yet, despite its long-standing interest in the planning-for-housing sector (and the fact 
that it is the only environmental group consistently highlighting the environmental 
impact of new housing development), CPRE has not found it easy to influence this 
policy area. A paper for the CPRE’s Policy Committee identified the following 
difficulties: “political sensitivity of some of the issues; the power of the house 
building lobby; the links between housing and economic activity; concerns about 
homelessness and a lack of affordable housing; and the dominance of household 
projections” (1996 p.2). In other words, the multi-faceted nature of planning-for-
housing policy means that the discourse of preservationism needs to incorporate a 
                                                                                                                                                                      
thinkers at the national level in CPRE who are exposed to the reality of certain things in policy 
making” with “people at the local level whose motivation is ‘we don’t want development here’”.  
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number of diverse elements if it is to be effective. However, incorporating these 
broader elements can be problematic, as an earlier Policy Committee paper had 
pointed out: 
 
“There is a strong argument that CPRE’s historic approach, which has been to 
highlight environmental threats, has allowed policy makers to resist making 
changes because it presents only one side of the issue. There are thus limits…to 
the extent to which CPRE can engage in housing policy debates. This is a 
crowded field with extensive professional and NGO interests where CPRE can 
bring an important land use perspective but could not hope to compete on equal 
terms without a substantial change in focus and direction” (CPRE, 1994 p.3).  
 
In other words, too strict an emphasis upon preservationist goals can prevent CPRE 
from achieving any significant influence over policy.  
 
In the mid-1990s, however, an opportunity to shift the terms of debate presented itself 
and CPRE headquarters sought to employ its ‘environmental’ approach within the 
housing arena. This opportunity came in the form of the projections published by the 
Department of the Environment in 1995 which forecast that the number of households 
in England would grow from 19.2 million in 1991 to 23.6 million in 2016, an increase 
of 23 per cent. In total, it was calculated that 4.4 million new homes would be needed 
by 2016 (see Breheny, 1999; Murdoch and Abram, 2001; Vigar et al. 2000 for 
commentaries). Faced with the prospect of elaborating a policy that would allocate 
land for an extra 4.4 million new homes (half of which were to be located in the 
politically-sensitive south of England) in the run up to the 1997 General Election, 
John Major’s Conservative Government prevaricated and initiated what it called a 
                                                                                                                                                                      
14
 CPRE (1994) estimates that around 50% of all farmland lost to development is to housing. 
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‘great housing debate’ (see Murdoch, 2000, for a discussion). This debate, which 
rumbled on throughout the latter half of the 1990s, allowed CPRE to develop a pivotal 
role in arguing that the projections should be downgraded so that the spatial contexts 
of new housing could be given greater prominence. As we shall see below, in 
attempting to ‘contextualise’ the figures, CPRE began to situate its traditional 
preservationist concern within a more ‘ecological’ approach to housing-inspired urban 
change.   
 
The 4.4 million figure was published at an opportune moment for CPRE. By the mid-
1990s the group had just concluded an effective campaign against what it called 
“predict and provide” techniques in minerals and transport planning. That is, it had 
convincingly shown that the statistical techniques used by government to calculate 
future levels of demand for roads and mineral resources (the two are linked – minerals 
such as sand and gravel are used to build roads), actually facilitate the building of 
roads and the digging up of minerals irrespective of real or future levels of demand 
(see, for instance, Murdoch and Marsden, 1995). The unpopularity of these two types 
of development allowed CPRE to channel a great deal of public dissatisfaction into a 
critique of demand forecasting. While a substantive shift in policy was only 
forthcoming in the roads sector15, the campaigns indicated that a focus on the 
shortcomings of ‘predict and provide’ planning could be a successful way of putting 
pressure on central government policy (see Dudley and Richardson, 2000; Owens and 
Cowell, 2001).  
 
                                                          
15
 Minerals planning was saved by a downturn in the economy in the early 1990s which substantially 
cut demand. 
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In seeking to challenge the housing figures, CPRE firstly commissioned Glen 
Bramley, a leading housing academic, to conduct research into the ‘circularity’ of the 
housing projections. It was hoped that this research might show (as had been the case 
in transport planning) that demand forecasting becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy (i.e. 
new households only form if housing capacity is made available because planning is 
forced to accommodate the projected numbers of houses in land allocation policies). 
Bramley’s report Circular Projections, published in 1996, lent some support to this 
thesis but only at the local level (Bramley and Watkins, 1996). That is, the argument 
was advanced that the forecasting of demand (and the allocation of housing land to 
meet that demand) plays some role in promoting in-migration to given local areas. 
However, Bramley concluded that the same argument could not be sustained for the 
national housing projections: these figures appear to reflect likely trends in household 
formation, trends that will unfold irrespective of any forecasts made (Bramley and 
Watkins, 1996; Bramley, 1998)16.  
 
The challenge to the status of demand forecasting was essentially an effort to diminish 
the numbers of new houses that would be incorporated into national and local 
government plans (by, for instance, showing the figures were flawed). The failure of 
this campaign prompted CPRE to adopt a more ‘ecological’ approach to housing. In 
particular, it began to formulate ‘environmental capacity’ arguments that would 
highlight the “ecological footprint” of new housing development i.e. the impact of 
new housing in terms of landscape change, pressure on minerals and water resources, 
and the generation of waste and traffic (CPRE 1997a). According to a CPRE Policy 
Committee document, “notions of environmental capacity provide a potentially useful 
                                                          
16
 This conclusion was borne out by subsequent inquiries into the use of the national projections by the 
Town and Country Planning Association (see Breheny, 1996) and the House of Common Environment 
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counterpoint to the current projections-led approach to planning new housing 
development” (1996 p. 4).  
 
At the same time CPRE began to turn its attention towards urban-rural 
interrelationships. As another CPRE Policy Committee paper put it: “The focus of this 
aspect of the campaign is on emphasising the positive benefits of urban living and 
strengthening the methodologies and approaches which seek to maximise the potential 
for new housing in urban areas” (1997b pp. 3-4). The paper suggests that the linking 
of new housing development to urban regeneration has the potential to “reap 
dividends both in the narrow terms of the question of where to locate new housing 
and in the wider sense of presenting a new and more positive dimension to CPRE’s 
approach” (ibid. p.3). Thus, CPRE headquarters linked urban regeneration concerns 
and environmental capacity arguments under the general heading of ‘sustainable 
development’. By adopting ‘sustainability’ as its watchword, the group was able to 
move its housing campaign beyond crude preservationist goals in order to embrace 
urban and environmental policy concerns.  
 
This new approach began to bear fruit with the election of Tony Blair’s first Labour 
Government in 1997. Although the in-coming government showed little real interest 
in either planning or countryside issues (Allmendinger and Tewdwr-Jones, 2000), it 
was quickly forced to formulate a viable planning-for-housing policy for two main 
reasons. First, Labour had inherited John Major’s ‘great housing debate’ and was 
faced with exactly the same problems as its predecessor in finding room for the large 
number of new houses that were thought to be needed. Second, Labour’s proposed 
                                                                                                                                                                      
Select Committee (1998), with neither body able to find real grounds for challenging their salience.  
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ban on fox hunting provoked large-scale protests, orchestrated by the Countryside 
Alliance, which broadened out into a general charge of Labour indifference towards 
the plight of the countryside, including the threat of new housing on greenfield land 
17
. 
 
In formulating its proposals on planning for housing, the Government seemed 
surprisingly receptive to CPRE’s views18. Evidence for this assertion can be gleaned 
from the way its major policy pronouncements echo CPRE’s own campaign language. 
For instance, Planning for the Communities of the Future, published in 1998, rejects 
what it calls the “predict and provide” approach to planning for housing (a phrase first 
popularised by CPRE when campaigning against minerals and transport). The 
statement also emphasises the need to increase the responsibility of regional planning 
authorities in deciding how to best meet housing needs in each region. In undertaking 
this task, the regional planning fora would have to look closely at the allocation of 
previously developed sites, and the scope for a “sequential” and “phased” approach19 
as part of a greater awareness of regional development capabilities (see also DETR, 
2000a). All these proposals had been recently advocated by CPRE. 
 
                                                          
17
 It is noticeable that CPRE kept its distance from the countryside campaign, orchestrated by the 
Countryside Alliance. CPRE took the view that the campaign’s main focus was hunting about which it 
had no clearly expressed view. This distancing may have helped it to develop its relationship with New 
Labour as it could present itself as a ‘responsible’ or ‘modern’ environmental group. In the words of 
one leading CPRE activist, it is the “one-nation countryside group”. Competition with the Countryside 
Alliance, a group that draws upon a rhetoric of the gulf between rural and urban society, may therefore 
have played its part in encouraging CPRE to link urban and rural concerns. 
18
 There are two explanations for this receptivity. Firstly, as an administration with little prior interest 
in the topic of planning for housing, New Labour needed to develop its ideas quickly and therefore 
utilised outside external expertise. Secondly, the proposals that emerged in the late 1990s bore close 
resemblance to those mooted by the previous Secretary of State for the Environment, John Gummer, 
reputedly a close ally of the CPRE.   
19
 The “sequential” approach effectively specifies that regional and local planning authorities should 
agree to a gradual and phased allocation of housing land in which brownfield sites are accorded 
priority. 
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Moreover, Planning for the Communities of the Future heralds the setting up of an 
“Urban Task Force” in order to spearhead “the collective effort by local authorities, 
developers, builders, government agencies, and professions to make better use of 
previously developed land for housing” (DETR, 1998 p. 26). The Task Force was to 
be headed by the architect, Richard Rogers, and would include a number of concerned 
professionals and activists, including Tony Burton of CPRE20. From the Urban Task 
Force report, published in 1999, it seems that a concern for the relationship between 
urban and rural development lay at the heart of the Task Force’s deliberations. For 
instance, after outlining the environmental problems that follow from urban sprawl 
(e.g. increased energy use associated with low density housing and car-dependent 
travel patterns), the Report says: 
 
“Ultimately, town and country are interdependent. The welfare of one cannot be 
secured at the expense of the other. The guiding principle must be, therefore, 
that we focus maximum efforts on using available building land within our 
existing urban fabric. This does not mean that there will be no new greenfield 
development or that some of that development will not intrude upon existing 
green belts. What is important is that where such development has to take place 
it is based on strong principles of sustainable urban design, and it minimises its 
impact upon the surrounding countryside” (Urban Task Force 1999 p.37). 
 
Many of the concrete proposals put forward by the Task Force – such as policy 
guidance to support an ‘urban renaissance’, a sequential approach to the release of 
land so that previously developed areas are used first, a requirement on local 
authorities to remove allocations of greenfield land if they fail to accord with 
                                                          
20
 It would be assisted by a National Land Use Database which would examine the amount of 
‘brownfield land’ available for re-development. In order to promote the greater use of such land, the 
Government raised the target to 60% of new houses on brownfield sites. 
 28
‘renaissance objective – follow from this concern for urban-rural interdependence and 
the perceived need to constrain urban sprawl. 
 
Not surprisingly, the CPRE enthusiastically endorsed the Urban Task Force report and 
began to lobby hard for ‘urban renaissance’ thinking to be incorporated into planning 
policy. In particular the group worked to ensure that a revised version of Planning 
Policy Guidance Note 3(Housing) incorporated the main recommendations21. One 
CPRE policy officer said:  
 
“We absolutely had to keep the pressure up. We arranged meetings with 
officials, special advisors and Ministers. We sought to ensure that the 
[Parliamentary] Select Committee inquiry into draft PPG 3 came up with the 
‘right’ answer. We continued our media campaign. And we commissioned 
research to show how the urban renaissance objectives could be implemented, 
how to make them work”.  
 
This pressure seemed to pay off when the final version of the guidance note appeared 
in 2000. 
 
Effectively, PPG 3 incorporates the CPRE view that calculations of housing demand 
should be set against the capacity of regional and local areas to accommodate this 
demand. The concern with environmental capacity is encompassed within a 
commitment to promote “sustainable patterns of development” (DETR, 2000b p.1). 
Sustainability would be achieved by: concentrating most additional development 
                                                          
21
 The Planning Policy Guidance Note [PPG] Series was introduced in 1988 in order to ensure 
consistency on planning policy implementation in local planning authorities. The guidance notes cover 
a multitude of topics and essentially specify how particular policies should be incorporated into local 
authority plans. The notes ensure a speedy introduction of policy as they do not have to be approved by 
Parliament.    
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within urban areas; maximising the re-use of previously developed land; assessing the 
capacity of urban areas to accommodate more housing; and adopting a sequential 
approach to the allocation of land for housing development. All this means that most 
new housing should be concentrated in existing conurbations. As the Housing and 
Planning Minister put it, PPG 3 means “brownfield first; greenfield second” 
(Raynsford 2000 p.262).  
 
In interview one CPRE policy officer claimed: “We invented all the key planks in 
PPG 3. PPG 3 is basically CPRE policy”. On this view, the new planning-for-housing 
policy effectively reflects the CPRE concern that the housing projections should be 
submerged in ‘environmental’ factors as they descend down the policy hierarchy. 
Moreover, the policy clearly links the protection of environmental features and 
landscapes to the ‘renaissance’ of urban areas. Now the regeneration of the urban can 
be seen to carry environmental benefits for both urban and rural locations.   
 
Having secured this change of policy at the national level, CPRE headquarters then 
needed to ensure that the local branches moved away from simple preservationism 
and adopted the ‘urban renaissance’ approach in their local activities. The 
management of the branches was to be conducted through a new campaign - Sprawl 
Patrol - which would act to influence local volunteer responses to local planning-for-
housing policies. Through workshops, public meetings, ‘roadshow’ events, 
newsletters, campaigning guides, bulletins, press releases, and media briefings, central 
headquarters would spread its own interpretation and assessment of the planning-for-
housing policy to local members. In so doing, it aimed to ensure that local members 
concentrated on five major priorities: the full implementation of PPG 3; the 
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achievement of an ‘urban renaissance’; the development of urban areas before 
greenfield areas; a marked improvement in housing design quality; and the 
withdrawal of existing greenfield housing allocations.  
 
What is striking about this list (which is taken from a Sprawl Patrol campaign leaflet 
– CPRE, 2001b) is the extent to which it reflects an urban campaign agenda, one that 
sets the traditional preservationist concerns of the local branches in a much broader 
context of spatial change. It seems to suggest that rural nature is best protected by 
focusing on the quality of urban development. Thus, CPRE activists are asked to track 
urban capacity studies, lobby for better housing design in urban areas, assess the 
operation of a ‘sequential’ approach to housing provision (in which ‘brownfield’ sites 
have priority over greenfield sites), and to support (where they are needed) 
‘sustainable’ urban extensions22. All these activities can contribute to “achieving more 
sustainable development in line with PPG 3” (ibid p.10).   
 
The whole tenor of Sprawl Patrol thus indicates that the CPRE now sees itself as 
involved in attempts to improve urban environments23. In the campaign against the 
housing projections, CPRE has been careful to tie its traditional concern for rural 
preservationism to issues of urban regeneration, regional development, and 
sustainability. Thus, the protection of rural nature is only one part of a much larger 
                                                          
22
 According to a Sprawl Patrol campaign leaflet, CPRE (2001b p.10) “recommends urban extensions 
[of surburban estates] as the next best option after regeneration of urban land and buildings. It will be 
important for CPRE to engage positively with these proposals where greenfield expansion is necessary 
in order to secure the best possible quality of development and minimise damage to the countryside”. 
Again, local campaigners are being asked to link urban development concerns to their preservationist 
aspirations.  
23
 Even to the extent that in its representations on the Urban White Paper the group argued that urban 
policy needs to take a lead in supporting and improving that bete noire of early CPRE activists - the 
suburb (see CPRE 2000).  
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parcel of ‘goods’ (enhanced urban environments, more sustainable patterns of living, 
and better use of scarce resources, etc.) that can be delivered through the new policy.  
 
In adopting the ‘urban renaissance’ approach, CPRE works to ensure that the 
modernist divide between ‘urban’ and ‘rural’ areas is set within complex sets of 
relations that run across the two spatial zones. CPRE displays a ‘relational’ rather than 
a ‘modernist’ attitude to housing development, one that operates not according to the 
rather simplistic precepts of preservationism but according to the principles of 
environmentalism. The ‘relational’ or ‘environmental’ perspective blends together a 
range of social, economic and natural features (urban and rural environments, urban 
design criteria, new housing allocations, community regeneration schemes, transport 
infrastructures, and so on) within a rich tapestry of spatial (or ‘sustainable’) 
development approaches. Although the CPRE still seeks to maintain the more 
‘natural’ of these features, it seems willing to recognise that some transgression of the 
city-country divide is inevitable. This recognition illustrates the emergence of an 
ecological perspective within a traditionally preservationist environmental grouping. 
 
Conclusion 
In this paper we have described the emergence of a division between ‘nature’ and 
‘society’ in the form of a spatial classification of urban and rural areas. We have 
suggested that, in its modern form, this divide extends back to the birth of large-scale 
industry during the nineteenth century. As industrial development emerges in 
England, the world’s first industrial nation, ‘nature’ is relegated to the countryside. 
Although this ‘division’ takes cultural form during the nineteenth century, it takes 
political form during the twentieth as a politics of spatial classifcation attempts to 
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enshrine an urban-rural divide in policy. The campaign culminates in the passing of 
the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act, a measure that largely functions to contain 
the city and preserve the countryside. Post-war planning therefore encompasses a set 
of political technologies (green belt designations, development control mechanisms, 
development plans, and so on) that tend to operate in a preservationist fashion.  
 
In many respects, the story of the urban-rural divide displays once again the 
constructed character of the key spatial divisions running through social life. Cultural 
conceptions of nature (that extol the virtues of the countryside), practices of industrial 
development (that focus upon the urban realm), political forms of environmentalism 
(which seek to contain the urban), and modern systems of government (which draw 
upon planning and other modes of governmental expertise), all play their part in 
‘naturalising’ urban-rural divisions. However, as Latour (1993) emphasises, behind 
such divisions lie relations. Thus, despite the separation of urban and rural areas in 
cultural, social and political arenas, transgressive processes continue to operate ‘on 
the ground’. Moreover, again as Latour emphasises, these transgressive processes are 
actually strengthened by the imposition of classificatory schemes. In particular, by 
preserving ‘rural nature’, the governmentalities of planning ensure the enhanced 
attractiveness of the countryside to newly mobile households. Population change 
increasingly straddles urban and rural areas. 
 
Preservationism is therefore confronted with a paradox: it supports the separation of 
the urban and the rural in order to preserve the latter; yet the implementation of 
preservationist policy ensures a continuing transgression of the divide. Even more 
paradoxically, preservationist groups such as the CPRE find themselves being 
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supported by the transgressors in order to halt further transgressions. The response to 
this paradox – as the case of the CPRE illustrates – is to set the urban-rural divide in 
an ‘ecological’ context. Now, any division between the two spatial zones must meet 
the greater objective of ‘sustainability’. A ‘relational’ view of urban-rural space is 
therefore proposed in which preserving rural nature is a means of aiding the 
environmental improvement of both the city and the countryside. 
 
The ‘ecologisation’ of the CPRE indicates that the modernist distinction between 
urban and rural areas may be starting to dissolve while an intricate urban-rural 
network comes into view. This network cannot be adequately conceptualised, let 
alone managed, within a perspective that sees only crude urban-rural divisions, with 
the urban as the locus for development and the rural as the locus for ‘nature’. A more 
sophisticated approach is required, one that assesses differing spatial areas in a much 
more nuanced fashion24. This approach should serve to bring urban and rural areas 
into a new (‘sustainable’) alignment, one that opens up a possibility for concerted 
political action to protect not just vulnerable rural natures, but neglected urban 
environments also. Moreover, such an alignment should serve to reveal the ‘detailed 
particularity’ of nature-society interactions that Oerlemans (2002) argues has for too 
long been occluded by crude classificatory distinctions.  
                                                          
24
 This more ‘sophisticated’ approach could well take a regional form: New Labour has strengthened a 
number of regional institutions including regional development agencies, regional planning authorities 
and regional chambers. It has also begun to move towards elected regional assemblies. Thus, the 
national division between urban and rural may now be set in a regional context. This could herald the 
emergence of ‘regional ecologies’ in the form of regional sustainable development frameworks. 
 34
References 
 
Abercrombie, P. (1933). Town and Country Planning. Allen and Unwin, London. 
 
Allison, L (1975) Environmental planning Allen and Unwin, London. 
 
Allmendinger, P. and Tewdwr-Jones, M. (2000). New Labour, new planning? The 
trajectory of planning in Blair’s Britain. Urban Studies 37, 1379-1402. 
 
Barlow, J. and Savage, M. (1986). Conflict and cleavage in a Tory heartland. Capital 
and Class 31, 32-56.  
 
Beck, U. (1992). Risk society. Sage, London. 
 
Bell, M.M. (1994) Childerley University of Chicago Press, London. 
 
Bowker, G. and Star, S.L. (2000). Sorting things out: classification and practice. MIT 
Press, Mass, Ill. 
 
Boyle, P. and Halfacree, K. (eds)(1998). Migration into rural areas. Wiley, London. 
 
Bramley, G. (1998). Memorandum. In House of Commons Select Committee on 
Environment, Transport, and the Regions: Tenth Report: Housing. The Stationary 
Office, London.   
 
Bramley, G. and Watkins (1996). Circular projections. CPRE, London. 
 
Breheny, M. (ed) (1996). The people: where will they go? Town and Country 
Planning Association, London. 
 
Breheny, M. (1999). People, households and houses: the basis of the ‘great housing 
debate’ in England. Town Planning Review. 70, 275-293.  
 
 35
Buller, H. and Lowe, P. (1982). ‘Politics and class in rural preservation: a study of the 
Suffolk Preservation Society’. In Mosely, M. (ed) Power, planning and people in East 
Anglia Centre for East Anglian Studies, Norwich. 
 
Champion, T. (1994). Population change and migration in Britain since 1981; 
evidence for continuing deconcentration. Environment and Planning A. 26, 1501-
1520. 
 
Champion, T. (1997). ‘The facts about the urban exodus’, Town and Country 
Planning. March, 77-79. 
 
Cherry, G.E. (1974). The Evolution of British Town Planning. Leonard Hill, Leighton 
Buzzard. 
 
Cherry, G.E. and Rogers, A. (1996). Rural Change and Planning.  Spon, London. 
 
Council for the Protection of Rural England [CPRE] (1994). Housing: a paper for the 
Policy Committee CPRE, London. 
 
CPRE (1996). Housing development and the countryside: a paper for the Policy 
Committee CPRE, London. 
 
CPRE (1997a). Making sense of environmental capacity. CPRE, London. 
 
CPRE (1997b). Housing and urban campaigns: a paper for the Policy Committee. 
CPRE, London. 
 
CPRE (2000). ‘Memorandum’. In House of Commons Select Committee on 
Environment, Transport and the Regions Report: Urban White Paper. HMSO, 
London. 
 
CPRE (2001a) Planning the way forward 2001-2005 – A strategic review CPRE, 
London. 
 36
 
CPRE (2001b). Sprawl patrol – first year report. CPRE, London. 
 
Countryside Agency (2000). The state of the countryside. Countryside Agency, 
Cheltenham. 
 
Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions [DETR] (1998). Planning 
for the communities of the future. DETR, London. 
 
DETR (2000a). Planning policy guidance note 11: regional planning. DETR, 
London. 
 
DETR (2000b). Planning policy guidance 3: housing. DETR, London. 
 
Dudley, G. and Richardson, J. (2000). Why does policy change? Lessons from British 
transport policy 1945-99. Routledge, London. 
 
Eder, K. (1996). The social construction of nature. Sage, London. 
 
Hacking, I. (1999). The social construction of what? Harvard University Press, 
London. 
 
Hall, P., Thomas, R., Gracey, H., and Drewett, R. (1973). The containment of urban 
England. Allen and Unwin, London. 
 
House of Commons (1995). Select Committee on the Environment Second Report: 
Housing Need. The Stationary Office, London. 
 
House of Commons (1998). Select Committee on Environment, Transport and the 
Regions Tenth Report: Housing. The Stationary Office, London. 
 
King, D. (2000). Projected  household numbers for rural districts of England. 
Countryside Agency, Chelmsford. 
 
 37
Fielding, A. (1990). ‘Counterurbanisation: threat or blessing?’ In D. Pinder (Ed). 
Western Europe: challenge and change. Belhaven, London. 
 
Latour, B. (1993). We have never been modern. Harvester Wheatsheaf, London. 
 
Latour, B. (1999). Politiques de la nature: comment faire entrer les sciences en 
democratie. La Decouverte, Paris. 
 
Latour, B. (1999). Pandora’s hope. Harvard University Press, London. 
 
Lee, N. and Stenner, P. (1999) ‘Who Pays? Can We Pay Them Back? in Hassard, J. 
and Law, J. (eds) Actor-Network and After, Routledge: London. 
 
Lowe, P. (1977). ‘Amenity and equity: a review of local environmental pressure 
groups in Britain’. Environment and Planning A, 9 35-58. 
 
Lowe, P., Cox, G., O'Riordan, T., MacEwan, M. and Winter, M. (1986). Countryside 
conflicts: the politics of farming, forestry and conservation. Gower, Aldershot. 
 
Lowe, P. and Goyder, J. (1983) Environmental Groups in Politics, Allen and Unwin: 
London. 
 
 38
Lowe, P., Murdoch, J. and Cox, G. (1995) ‘A Civilised Retreat? Anti-Urbanism, 
Rurality and the Making of an Anglo-Centric Culture’ in Healey, P. et al. (eds) 
Managing Cities: the New Urban Context , Wiley: Chichester. 
 
Lowe, P., Murdoch, J. and Norton, A. (2001). Professionals and volunteers in the 
environmental process. Centre for Rural Economy, University of Newcastle. 
 
Lowe, P. and Pye-Smith, C. (1980). No nukes in Ambridge: an interview with Chris 
Hall. Ecos. 1, pp.8-9. 
 
Lowenthal, D. (1991). The past is a foreign country. Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge. 
 
Macnaghten, P. and Urry, J. (1998). Contested Natures. Sage, London. 
 
Matless, D. (1998). Landscape and Englishness. Reaktion, London. 
 
Michael, M. (2000). Reconnecting culture, technology and nature: from society to 
heterogeneity. Routledge, London. 
 
Murdoch, J. (2000) Space against time: competing rationalities in planning for housing, 
Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers.  NS. 25, 503-519. 
 
Murdoch, J. and Abram, S. (2002). Rationalities of planning: development versus 
environment in planning for housing. Ashgate, Aldershot. 
 
Murdoch, J. and Marsden, T. (1994). Reconstituting rurality: class, community and 
power in the development process. UCL Press, London. 
 
Murdoch, J. and Marsden, T. (1995). ‘The spatialisation of politics: local and national 
actor-spaces in environmental conflict’. Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers.  N.S. 20, 368-380. 
 
 39
Oerlemans, O. (2002). Romanticism and the materiality of nature. University of 
Toronto Press, Toronto. 
 
Owens, S. and Cowell, R. (2001). Land and limits: interpreting sustainability in the 
planning process. Routledge, London.  
 
Pahl, R. (1966). Urbs in rure. LSE, London. 
 
Rawcliffe, P. (1998) Environmental pressure groups in transition, Manchester 
University Press, Manchester. 
 
Raynsford, N. (2000). ‘PPG 3 – making it work’. Town and Country Planning. 
September 262-263. 
 
Rome, A. (2001). The bulldozer in the countryside. Cambridge Univ. Press, London. 
 
Scott, J. (1994). CPRE Marketing Initiatives Project: interim summary and research 
prospectus, CPRE, London. 
 
Sharp, T. (1932). Town and countryside. Allen and Unwin, London. 
 
Sheail, J. (1976). Nature in trust. Blackie, London. 
 
Sheail, J. (1997) ‘Scott revisited: post-war agriculture, planning and the British 
countryside’.  Journal of Rural Studies. 13, 387-398. 
 
Sheail, J. (2002). An environmental history of the twentieth century. Palgrave, 
London. 
 
Short, J.R., Fleming, S. and Witt, S. (1986). House building, planning and community 
action. Routledge and Kegan Paul, London. 
 
 40
Sutton, P. (2000). Explaining environmentalism: in search of a new social movement. 
Ashgate, Aldershot. 
 
Thomas, K. (1984). Man and the natural world. Penguin, London. 
 
Urban Task Force (1999). Towards urban renaissance. DETR, London. 
 
Vigar, G., Healey, P., Hull, A. and Davoudi, S. (2000). Planning, governance, and 
spatial strategy in Britain: an institutionalist approach. Macmillan, London.   
 
Ward, S. (1994). Planning and urban change. PCP, London. 
 
Whatmore, S. (2002). Hybrid geographies. Sage, London. 
 
Williams-Ellis, C. (1928). England and the Octopus.  Bles, London. 
 
Williams, R. (1973). The country and the city. Chatto and Windus, London.  
 
Wilson, E. (1998). Consilience. Knopf, New York. 
 
